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Laura Cinco, top left, was surprised with farewell signs during a Webex meeting on her last day before 
retirement on April 3. 

A New Kind of Fond Farewell for JPL Retirees 
By Celeste Hoang 

Julie Webster knew for some time that 2020 would be a seismic year for her. She had been planning her 
May 1st retirement for a couple of years, purchased a new home on an acre of land in Texas, and started 
searching for her replacement as the Juno mission’s chief engineer ahead of the big move. She was so 
energized for the next chapter in her life, she even had her JPL password at the time set to 
“2020istheyear.” 

Then 2020 arrived. 

“My password was just one big jinx,” she says with a laugh. “I had already planned to change my world, 
and my world changed even more than I had originally planned.” 

In mid-March, Webster became one of the thousands of JPLers to pack up their offices and start working 
from home—except unbeknownst to Webster, it was the last week she would see her colleagues in person 
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or set foot on Lab as a JPL employee again. She retired on May 1 after spending her final weeks 
teleworking, and moved to Texas on May 3. 

Like weddings and graduations, many life milestones have been forced to look a little different these 
days, including retiring during a pandemic that has dashed original plans and celebrations that were often 
months or years in the making. Between March and September, the Lab announced some 30 retirees, 
many of whom never got the chance to say the in-person farewells they counted on. 

“I feel like I snuck out in the middle of the night,” Webster says. “I feel bad that I didn’t get to say goodbye 
to anybody, and I wasn’t even in town to wave goodbye to anyone from my car. It was like I dropped off 
the planet.” 

 
Julie Webster during Cassini's end of mission in September 2017. 

Exit Stage Left 

With nearly three decades at JPL and a career that spanned Magellan, Galileo, Mars Observer, and 20 
years as Cassini’s spacecraft operations team manager, Webster had long envisioned her retirement 
sendoff as a large, proper farewell. 

“I thought by May, we would of course be back on Lab,” she says. “I wanted to have a big thing and take 
over a Roundtable Pizza and say goodbye. I knew a lot of people over those 27 years.” 

Instead, she never got to return to Lab and found herself signing off as a JPL employee and making her 
way to her new home in Texas, where it became a challenge to even get in touch with JPLers. (Once 
retirement kicks in, you’re no longer in JPL’s directory.) 

“Even good friends of mine had only known my JPL email address,” she says. “I had a personal cell phone 
but my work phone was the number.” 

But not to fret—Webster’s colleagues eventually found her and gifted her with a sendoff she’ll always 
have: a WordPress link where JPLers submitted their farewell messages and fondest memories for her to 
read. 

Universe | November 2020 | Page 2 



 

“People wrote in all kinds of stories,” she says. “There were some where I had no idea I made that kind of 
impression, and it was very gratifying. Still, I just wanted to come back and have pizza and see 
everybody.” 

The Stealth Getaway 

Long before the pandemic, Laura Cinco had planned on an Irish goodbye—or some version thereof. The 
18x executive staff coordinator of 17 years didn’t want a big party for her April 3 departure; rather, she 
wanted to exit quietly and do goodbyes her own way. 

“I wanted to have a ‘farewell tour’ where I would have lunches with certain people over the course of a few 
weeks or stop by people’s offices to say goodbye in a more personal way,” Cinco says. 

The in-person goodbyes never happened, but Cinco’s team was able to trick her into a brief but 
memorable celebration: The day of her retirement, she received a “frantic text” to join a Webex meeting. 
When she signed on, a group of managers she had worked closely with for years were all on the screen, 
holding up individual farewell signs for her. 

“It was really touching,” she says. 

Cinco’s original plan was to hang up her JPL badge and then jet off to Japan to see the cherry blossoms 
in mid-April. 

“That would’ve been so nice, and my husband was so gung-ho,” she says. “I even got a brand new coat for 
the trip!” 

Alas, the vacation was shelved, and Cinco found herself entering retirement feeling out of sorts. 

“It was disorienting. I was very discombobulated the first few weeks,” she says. “You also feel so guilty, 
like you should be doing something but there’s no urgency to what you’re doing.” 

So she did what many of us have been doing during isolation: Cleaning, gardening, and catching up with 
family and friends online. 

“My siblings and I are all scattered, and we hardly talk to each other unless there’s an emergency,” she 
says. “But now we have a video chat every week and talk to each other for an hour, sharing stories and 
catching up on our family history.” 

As for what Cinco is looking forward to most when life returns to normal? 

“Call me weird but I want to go to JPL and say a proper goodbye,” she says. “My farewell tour isn’t over, it 
has just been postponed.” 

A Drive-by Surprise 

Like Cinco, Chris Cornwell never expected to say farewell to his colleagues on a computer screen after 25 
years at JPL. 

On June 12, the former OCIO manager marked his last day as a JPLer while sitting in his home office and 
celebrating with a Webex happy hour, where co-workers took turns sharing funny stories from the past 
two decades. Cornwell was grateful for the laughs together, but signed off feeling “a little sad as I walked 
out of the room,” he says. 

His family tried to cheer him up with a distraction. 
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“They had set up balloons and happy retirement signs out in the yard, and they said, ‘Let’s go out and take 
some pictures,’” he recalls. “We went outside and all of a sudden, I heard honking and my immediate team 
drove by with signs on their cars. It was the last thing I expected, and I was so surprised.” 

 

 
Chris Cornwell's team surprised him with a drive-by farewell complete with posters, pictures, and plenty of 
honking. 

Another unexpected event: becoming close friends with his replacement, Catherine Stringer, who also 
joined in on the drive-by festivities and met Cornwell for the first time in person. 

“She was hired during quarantine, and I trained her primarily through Webex meetings and phone calls, 
and it was really special how I became really good friends with her,” he says. “We still keep in touch.” 

Cornwell’s retirement plans haven’t exactly panned out—there was his “big dream” of spending the 
summer with his wife at their cabin in British Columbia, Canada, that has yet to materialize. But he’s 
hardly slowing down, biking 750 miles in one month and going on virtual walking tours to learn more 
about the history of Los Angeles neighborhoods, including Angelino Heights and Echo Park. 

He’s also staying connected to fellow retirees by joining an email list and monthly luncheon run by former 
JPLers Karen Chan, Pam Distaso, Donna Hoffman, Joe Gleason, Vince Wirth, and Helmut Partma. 

“When your email gets turned off, you think, ‘How great,’” Cornwell says. “But then you realize all of a 
sudden that everything has stopped, including the little things like informational emails and messages 
from the director on the progress of projects. In one way it’s really nice [to not have emails], but you feel 
cut off. I know that retirees want a stronger connection to Lab and more JPL visibility.” 

Let’s Do Lunch (Soon) 

The strong connection that does exist for JPL retirees is owed largely to Chan and Distaso, who are on 
the committee of an informal group of retirees committed to bridging the gap among retirees with a 
monthly luncheon. The group has existed for decades, with some members still attending into their late 
90s. Chan joined in 2018 after leaving JPL. 
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“When I retired, I went to that lunch for a year, and now I’m part of the committee,” she says. “I love being 
able to see everyone.” 

Pre-pandemic, the group met at Pasadena’s American Legion Post No. 280 every month. For $9, retirees 
could catch up with old colleagues and make new acquaintances while enjoying entrees such as lasagna 
and meatloaf cooked by veterans, plus salad, bread, dessert, and a cash bar for cocktails or sodas. 

 
Karen Chan (top row in pink) is one of the organizers of a decades-old monthly luncheon for JPL retirees. 
The group has been meeting over Zoom since September. 

Their last luncheon was in February, but Chan moved the group meetings over to Zoom in September, 
where members could sign on and say hello at the same day and time as the lunches used to be. 

“Due to COVID, most of our members are of ‘the age’ where you are asked to stay home,” she says. “A lot 
of them don’t have people they see or communicate with, so we’re just trying to keep an avenue open.” 

As for JPLers like Webster, who have retired and gone out of state, the bridges to their local community 
are up to them to create—but are clearly still rooted in JPL inspiration. 

“I’m out in a very rural area, way out of town,” says Webster, who plans to do volunteer outreach activities 
in her school system once it’s safe, and was recently qualified into the community CERT program to 
support her local volunteer fire department. “I can help coordinate and tell people where to go, and I have 
pretty good radio skills. It’s just like what I did in ATLO [for JPL missions]. It’s come full circle.” 

Additional resources for JPLers:  To join the monthly JPL luncheon group, please email 
jplretireeslunch@yahoo.com.. To join the JPL retiree forum, please email lelson3485@gmail.com. 
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One Mega Meatball and a Spruced-up Lab 
By Taylor Hill 

In case you forget how to locate JPL when we finally do return to Lab, just look for the giant NASA 
meatball. 

The 30-foot insignia covering the side of JPL’s High Bay went up on Oct. 17. and can be spotted from the 
210 Freeway (by passengers, not drivers!). The idea for the sign came about during NASA Administrator 
Jim Bridenstine’s tour of the Lab in 2018. The job of creating, sizing and placing the sign fell to The 
Studio, part of 18x DesignLab’s graphic design and visual strategy team. Serendipitously, the Spacecraft 
Assembly Facility won the location sweepstakes. 

“We were trying to find a building that worked both in location and was the right size, height, and shape,” 
said Dan Goods, manager of The Studio. “While we were originally just looking for a proper surface, the 
fact that it’s our High Bay was a happy accident that gives it more significance.” 

The logo is a vinyl covering stretched over an aluminum frame, then fastened to a steel structural ring. 
Altogether, it weighs 6.5 tons. It was assembled in the parking lot of Building 318 before being lifted up 
via a 50-ton crane, and fastened onto the side of Building 179. Structural steel beams were welded in 
place to specifically support the new sign. 

Returning to a Spruced-up Lab 

While the red, white, and blue billboard may be the first thing JPLers notice coming on Lab, improvements 
and updates are taking place all around, with Facilities and The Studio teaming up to unveil a new, more 
futuristic JPL. Construction Manager Carl Cristiano—who is overseeing the Mall Renovation, Building 230 
upgrades and NASA logo installation—hopes the improvements give JPLers an extra something to look 
forward to as more employees return to Lab. 

“Whenever the majority of the population does return, I think they’re going to be pleased to see these 
improvements, especially the Mall,” Cristiano said. “The expanded area for meeting and working, the new 
deck and landscaping are really great additions to this space. COVID-19 might have slowed us down a bit, 
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but we’re reaching the finish line on a lot of these projects, and we’re excited to have everyone back to 
appreciate them.” 

Below are a few recently completed, soon-to-be completed, and upcoming projects that have been in the 
works at JPL while we’ve been away. 

 
Image Credit: Courtesy Dan Goods 

Phase 1 Mall Overhaul Nearing Completion 

Since February, JPL’s Mall has been a construction zone. The demolition and removal of the defunct 
fountain has made way for a new paved concrete section and a wooden deck, complete with embedded 
LED lights for nighttime lighting, extra electrical outlets for JPLers to plug in laptops and enjoy working 
outdoors, and a new succulent garden. 

The floor lights are nearing completion, and once the pavers are sealed and polished, the new tables and 
chairs will be placed. Those on Lab could be enjoying the new Mall amenities by November. 
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Phase 1 of the Mall renovation project is nearing completion, with the fountain removed, new decking and 
pavers in place. 

Building 230 Getting Ready for its Closeup 

Before walking into the Space Flight Operations Facility, be sure to look up. The entrance overhang of the 
historic building includes a newly painted NASA worm logo. As you enter the renovated lobby, the ceiling 
continues to hold attention, as new fiber optic ceiling tiles depict a starry night sky, complete with 
intermittent meteor showers. The rest of the lobby includes six floor-to-ceiling digital displays that will 
depict Deep Space Network data, images, and video clips from JPL-led missions including Curiosity, 
Voyager, Cassini, Mars Reconnaissance Orbiter, and others. 

Updates are also underway upstairs in the viewing gallery, where four new heads-up transparent displays 
will show data from the Deep Space Network. New chairs will be placed in the viewing gallery area as 
well, and construction should wrap up by the first week of November. 
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A NASA worm logo has been painted on the entrance overhang of Building 230. 

You are Here, in 3D 

Visitors and JPLers alike can enjoy a topographic depiction of the Lab, as a new 3D model of JPL now 
resides next to the Visitor’s Center Building. The map, installed on Oct. 9, is machined out of anodized 
aluminum. Every JPL building is noted and numbered, parking lots identified, the fire department signified, 
and even the Mesa buildings are etched out high above. 

 
The new 3D topographic map of JPL near the Visitor's Center Building. 

The new map replaces the two-dimensional board map, and is designed to give visitors a clearer sense of 
the Lab’s vastness and varying elevation. 
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“You can see the hills, but it’s hard to understand the depth and scale of this place,” said Graphics 
Designer Lois Kim in The Studio. “It can really orient people, and help them wayfind, and it’s also just 
beautiful. And helps people appreciate this space better.” 

In the future, if a new building is constructed or an old one torn down, the team will be able to add and 
remove buildings thanks to the detailed 3D file made of the Lab. 

Perseverance Gets the Spotlight in 180 

Lastly, a full-scale model of the Mars 2020 Perseverance Rover is slated to land in the Building 180 lobby 
by the end of the month. The Studio team has created a “Martian” platform for the rover to rest on, 
complete with red-tinged rocks—one of which will include drill marks to highlight the science being done 
on Mars. 

 
A rendering of the planned Perseverance rover and platform display to go in Building 180. 
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